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History of Army Combatives 

HISTORY OF MARTIAL ARTS 

Where do the martial arts come from? Most people would answer that 

they come from the orient. The truth is that every culture that has a 

need for martial arts has them. We have fighting manuals from medie-

val Europe that show many of the same techniques that we teach to-

day.. The ancient Greeks had wrestling, boxing and the pankration. 

There are paintings on the walls of Egyptian tombs over four thousand 

years old that show both armed and unarmed fighting techniques that 

would seem familiar to many of today’s martial artists. 

JITSU vs DO 

There are some very instructive things about their history that are a 

microcosm of martial arts in general and that are very useful in under-

standing American attitudes about martial arts in particular. 

Every Japanese martial art ends with either the word -jitsu or -do, for 

example Ju-Jitsu/Judo, Kenjitsu/Kendo, Aikijitsu/ Aikido. The original 

arts all end with -jitsu which means “the art or technique.” They were 

created out of the necessity of violent times when there was a definite 

need for fighting ability. The entire reason for the existence of the train-

ing was to produce competent fighters. 

The ability to fight well became less important as Japanese society be-

came more settled and peaceful. This was true even for the members 

of the Warrior class- the Samurai. This, and the modernization of the 

Japanese military, resulted eventually in the banning of the wearing of 

the swords that were the badge of samurai rank, which effectively 

made the warrior class the same as everyone else. 

This meant that there were thousands of men who had spent their en-

tire lives training to fight who had no real need for their martial abilities. 

Most of them simply stopped training all together and became normal 

members of society, but a few of them looked deeper at the results of 

their training. They realized that they had gained much more than just 

the ability to fight. Training in the martial arts had made them in to the 

men that they were. 

This then became the new reason for training. No longer was produc-

ing competent fighters of primary concern. The principle goal was to 

produce better people. One very good example of this is Jigoro Kano, 

the founder of Judo. As a young man Kano became an expert in sever-
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al systems of Ju-Jitsu. However, not only was he an expert at Ju-Jitsu, 

he was also a teacher. He was director of the Tokyo Higher Normal 

School (precursor of the present Tokyo University of Education) for 

twenty three years and Chief of the Education Bureau of the Ministry of 

Education. 

As Kano grew in his knowledge of Ju-Jitsu he realized that it could be 

used as a tool in developing better, more well-rounded people. With this 

in mind he formatted the Ju-Jitsu that he had learned into a better 

teaching tool and called it Judo. The main difference between the Ju-

Jitsu that he learned and the Judo that he taught was the purpose. His 

teachers were mostly concerned with his fighting ability and skills. He 

on the other hand was more concerned with building the character of 

his students. 

THE MODERN MARTIAL ARTS 

Although we have been talking specifically about the Japanese martial 

arts, this evolution from Jitsu to Do, or in other words from concentrat-

ing on actual fighting ability to actual ability being of only secondary im-

portance, is indicative of most of the modern martial arts world. If you 

read or listen to almost anything put out by someone in the contempo-

rary martial arts community about training, it will almost invariably be 

colored by this change in the reason for training. 

To put things in perspective, imagine an accountant somewhere in 

America trying to decide whether or not martial art training is practical. If 

training cost him $100 a month, he will spend $1200 per year. What are 

the odds that he will be robbed in a way that his training could stop for 

$1200 per year? Therefore from a fiscal perspective it makes more 

sense to save his money. Now consider his chances of becoming in-

jured in training as compared with his chances of becoming injured by 

an assault and you soon see that, if you take away the notion that they 

may join the military, in a practical sense it really doesn’t make much 

sense for the average citizen of a country at peace to train in the martial 

arts. 

There are of course many good reasons to train that have little to do 

with the practical need for fighting ability. There are thousands of peo-

ple across America who train to fight with a samurai sword. Very few of 

them believe they may need to defend themselves against sword wield-

ing ninjas on the way to their car at the mall. They train because they 

enjoy it. For the same reason that people play baseball, or re-enact civil 
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war battles or any other leisure activity. This of course is completely 

different from the situation of the Army. 

Modern Combatives training therefore stands apart from the vast major-

ity of martial arts training in that producing actual fighting ability is of 

primary concern. Both the mental and physical benefits of training pro-

duce more capable and lethal soldiers. 

HISTORY OF COMBATIVES TRAINING 

The first U.S. Army Combatives Manual was published in 1852. It was a 

translation of a French bayonet fighting manual by a young Captain 

George McClelend. Since that time the Army has always had Com-

batives training doctrine although it has not always had successful 

Combatives training. Bayonet fencing, as outlined in the 1852 manual, 

remained the universally accepted training method not only in the U.S. 

Army but in every European style army in the world until its effective-

ness was shown to be lacking on the battlefields and in the trenches of 

World War I. 

BAYONET FENCING 

Bayonet Fencing was a skill based system. Competitions were held 

regularly across the Army and it was accepted even outside of the Ar-

my. It became the fourth internationally recognized form of fencing 

along with Foil, Epee’ and Saber, and it was even an Olympic sport until 

1936. Trench warfare changed all of that. In the confined space of a 

trench the techniques and weapons designed with the fencing strip in 

mind proved themselves worse than useless. It did not take Soldiers 

long to realize that they were better off with an e-tool and a bag full of 

grenades. 

EARLY FOREIGN INFLUNCE 

This time saw the first attempts to teach unarmed fighting to Soldiers in 

an organized way on any kind of large scale. There were several at-

tempts to teach Ju-Jitsu and Judo which had been known in the United 

States since even before President Theodore Roosevelt had trained 

with Yamashita Yoshitsugu- one of the best students of Kano Jigoro. 

Theodore Roosevelt actually had a “judo room” at the White House. 

Yamashita later taught at the U.S. Naval Academy. In 1920 a training 

manual was published at Ft. Benning, Georgia written by CPT Allan 

Corstorphin Smith who had been awarded a Judo black belt from the 

Kodokan in Japan in 1916 and who was the hand-to-hand combat in-

structor at the Infantry School. 



 4 

With the rapid expansion of armies demanded by the World War, there 

was little time available to teach the average Soldier the complex tech-

niques of Judo and Ju-Jitsu taught by CPT Smith and others. The Army 

lost faith in skill based Combatives training because of this and the fail-

ure of Bayonet fencing as a training method for trench warfare. In the 

interwar years such non-skill based training methods as Pugil sticks 

and the bayonet assault course gained prominence. 

WORLD WAR II 

World War II saw a flowering of attempts at successful Combatives 

training. Many of the top names from boxing and wrestling at the time 

were brought in to train the various services. Most had very limited suc-

cess because of the limited amount of training time available with the 

demands of fielding an Army of several million men. 

The most successful programs were offshoots from the British Com-

mando training taught by William E. Fairbairn and Eric A. Sykes. These 

two had trained the police force in Shanghai, China before the war, and 

Fairbairn- a second degree black belt in Judo- had been brought back 

to Britain early in the war. Fairbairn and his American protégé COL Rex 

Applegate, created a program that emphasized a limited number of sim-

ple, effective techniques and stressed the aggressiveness and incivility 

of real fights (COL Applegate wrote a manual titled “Kill or Get Killed” in 

1943 and Fairbairn often referred to what he taught as “Gutter 

Fighting”). They were able to somewhat overcome the limitations of lim-

ited training time. COL Applegate also used feedback from the field to 

adjust the curriculum. By the end of the war thousands of Soldiers had 

been trained in their methods. 

POST WAR YEARS 

Combatives training in the Army virtually ceased with the drawdown at 

the end of World War II. Without a “train-the-trainer program,” virtually 

all of the training had been done by a very small number of instructors 

such as Fairbairn and Applegate, and the lack of a follow-on training 

plan instead of continuing to practice the same limited number of tech-

niques led to the slow death of any meaningful training. There was a 

Field Manual, however actual training was reduced to initial entry train-

ing and was taught by drill sergeants with very little official training. 

Quality inevitably plummeted. 

Periodic attempts were made, especially as martial arts became more 

popular in the United States, to introduce various training methods and 
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techniques to the force. These attempts were generally fruitless be-

cause of the lack of any mechanism for insuring quality instruction or 

training. There were two notable exceptions: the Air Force and the Ma-

rine Corps. 

AIR FORCE INSTRUCTOR COURSE 

The Air Force Strategic Air Command under General Curtis E. LeMay 

implemented a Judo program beginning in 1950. In 1952 the first class 

of 13 instructors went to Japan to train at the Kodokan- the premier 

Judo school in Tokyo. Within the next ten years there were more than 

160 black belt judo instructors within the command. Between 1959 and 

1962 there was a judo instructor course at Stead Air Force Base, Neva-

da which graduated nearly ten thousand instructors from a five week 

course. The curriculum included Judo, Aikido, Karate, air police tech-

niques, air crew self-defense, judo tournament procedures, code of 

conduct and training methods classes. 

MARINE CORPS INSTRUCTOR COURSE 

The Marine Corps adopted the Linear Infighting Neural Override En-

gagement (LINE) Combat System in 1988. Primarily designed by MSgt 

Ron Donvito, the LINE system was a systematic way to teach and prac-

tice techniques derived from traditional martial arts in an organized 

fashion. Techniques were presented in subsets, termed ditties. Each 

subset was made up of related techniques such as defense to grabs or 

defense to punches. The training was done in unit formation and facili-

tated training in Initial Entry Training and other institutional environ-

ments. There was also an instructor training course at Quantico Virgin-

ia. 

FOLLOW ON TRAINING 

Both Air Force and Marine Corps programs had limited success but 

died out or were replaced for various reasons. The Air Force program 

was built around a club system. Instructors were placed at gyms 

around the force. All Airmen were given basic instruction in the institu-

tional training pipeline and follow on training was made available at the 

post gymnasiums. This training plan resulted in a reasonably large 

group with real expertise. The instructor cadre formed an Air Force 

“Black Belt Association” that eventually outgrew the Air Force becoming 

the “United States Judo Association,” which is the largest Judo organi-

zation in America. However, the club nature of the training meant that 

real skill was essentially limited to those who were self-motivated 
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enough to attend the training sessions. This, the fact that the training 

methodology of judo was not built around producing proficient fighters 

quickly, and the reliance on the enthusiasm of local commanders meant 

that the skill level of the average Airman remained low. Eventually com-

mand influence waned and the program within the Air Force died. 

Although the LINE system had more wide spread success than even 

the SAC Judo program, it suffered from different deficiencies. Principle 

among these was its training methodology which was built around for-

mal methods of instruction best suited for institutional training and an 

insistence that every technique be “deadly.” A reliance on formal train-

ing settings and formations which are less likely in regular units than in 

an institutional setting meant that LINE training must compete with oth-

er formal training events such as Physical Training. The result was that 

training was less likely to be conducted in the force. The insistence on 

“deadly” techniques did not fit the needs of the Marine Corps or the de-

mands of the modern battlefield. Additionally, the techniques of the 

LINE system (defense to a grab, punch, chokes, etc.), which had been 

drawn from civilian martial arts, were reactive in nature. Reactive tech-

niques, where the enemy initiates the action and the Soldier must react, 

are the norm for self-defense systems and passive martial arts of the 

civilian world. They do however have serious drawbacks as a basis for 

a Combatives system. 

RUSSIA 

The Russian system of SOMBO was developed specifically for the Mili-

tary. SOMBO combines the techniques of Judo and Greco-Roman 

Wrestling as its foundation. The feeling was that the success of SOM-

BO was linked in its similarity to wrestling, making its basic components 

easier to learn, and less dependent on size and strength. Another, fea-

ture of SOMBO is that it has a competitive component that serves to 

spur on further training. However it also has some distinct problems, not 

the least of which was that the competitive form has, in the opinion of 

some, changed the techniques that were emphasized. Nonetheless, the 

Ranger committee tentatively decided that the new system would be 

based on grappling.. 

MODERN COMBATIVES TECHNIQUES 

In 1995, when the Commander of the 2nd Ranger Battalion ordered a 

reinvigoration of Combatives training within the battalion, it didn’t take 

long for serious problems with the techniques in the Army’s existing 

Combatives manual to surface. There was a general feeling among the 
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Rangers that they would not work and that it was a waste of valuable 

training time. 

The Army had a Combatives manual (FM 21-150 (1992)) but had no 

program to produce qualified instructors or any system for implement-

ing the training in units other than the vague approach of leaving it to 

local commander’s discretion. Unit instructors inevitably ended up be-

ing whatever martial arts hobbyist happened to be in that unit and the 

training progressed along the lines of whatever civilian martial arts 

those people had studied in their off duty time. In most units there was 

no training at all. 

A committee was formed and headed by Matt Larsen to develop a 

more effective program. J. Robinson, a Ranger combat veteran during 

Vietnam and the head coach at the University of Minnesota wrestling 

program, came out to evaluate the emerging program and gave some 

valuable advice. He pointed out that any successful program must have 

a competitive aspect in order to motivate Soldiers to train and that it 

must include “live” sparring in order to cultivate a growing Combatives 

culture. The committee began to develop a program based around 

wrestling, boxing, and the various martial arts they had experienced 

such as Judo and Muay Thai. Initially, SOMBO was the art that the 

committee wanted to adopt. Realizing that there were not enough 

SOMBO instructors available, though, the Rangers began to look for a 

similar system as a base for their program. After looking at many differ-

ent systems, the Rangers sent several men to train at the Gracie Ju-

Jitsu Academy in Torrance, California. 

The Ju-Jitsu taught at the Gracie Academy fit many of the battalions 

needs. The Gracies had been originally taught by Meada Mitsuyo who 

was a representative of the Kodokan but had added the concept of a 

hierarchy of dominant body positions which gave both a strategy to win 

fights and an organized framework for learning. It was therefore easy to 

learn. It also had a competitive form, and was proven effective within 

the realm of one-on-one unarmed arena fighting or challenge matches. 

It did however have the major problem of being principally designed for 

the venue that had made it famous. 

Rorion and Royce Gracie made three trips to the battalion over the next 

couple of years and a few Rangers made the trip down to Torrance to 

train on their own. During this time Larsen was developing a drill based 

training program that became an essential element in the “Modern Ar-

my Combatives Program.” 
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As the system matured he began to realize what it was about the tech-

niques of Ju-Jitsu that made them work, such as the ability to practice 

them at full speed against a fully resistant opponent. With this ap-

proach, techniques that do not work are quickly abandoned for those 

that do. He also began to draw from other martial arts that share vari-

ous levels of this “live” training to fill in the tactical gaps of the Ju-Jitsu 

learned from the Gracies, which primarily focused on unarmed ground 

grappling. 

Exploring the various training methods of the other feeder arts shed 

light on the ways they complemented each other and the way they ex-

posed each other’s weaknesses. The concept of positional dominance 

from Ju-Jitsu was expanded to the other ranges of combat and blended 

with techniques from wrestling, boxing, Muay Thai, and Judo to name 

just a few. With weapons fighting lessons from Kali, the western martial 

arts, and the Rangers’ own experience from years in the infantry 

(including the limited combat of that era), by September 11th, 2001 the 

basis of a totally integrated system of “Close Quarters Combat” had 

been developed and a sound foundation from which to learn the les-

sons of the battlefields was created. 

UNITED STATES ARMY COMBATIVES SCHOOL 

As the program grew technically, its success made it grow outside of 

the battalion as well. At first the training spread to the rest of the Ranger 

Regiment, then throughout the infantry, and eventually, with the pub-

lishing of the new Field Manual 3-25.150 (2002) written by Matt Larsen, 

it became doctrine Army wide. 

The Commander of the 11th Infantry Regiment, COL Mike Ferriter, 

brought Matt Larsen over to establish a training course for the cadre of 

the Regiment. This would eventually become the Level I Combatives 

Instructor Course. The need became clear for an additional course to 

provide more supervision of the training as training spread through the 

unit. This would become the Level II course. These courses were lim-

ited to ground grappling because of skepticism from senior command-

ers at the time. Many leaders who had grown up during the period after 

Vietnam but before September 11, 2001 had the mistaken idea that 

there was a division between the “Combat” and the “Non-combat” Sol-

diers. Attempts to integrate Combatives and Close-Quarters Battle were 

looked upon as unnecessary. Hand-to-hand fighting was viewed by 

some as a tool to build confidence in Soldiers just as it had been with 

pugil stick fighting and the bayonet assault course that had been 
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around since World War One. 

When fighting started in Afghanistan, what would become the U.S. Ar-

my Combatives School at Ft. Benning, Georgia had already been es-

tablished to train instructors for the various Infantry schools at Ft. Ben-

ning and the first two levels of Combatives Instructor qualification were 

in place. The need to push the training into operational units and to 

make it more directly applicable to the battlefield as well as the need to 

provide higher level instructors to meet the needs of a global Army re-

quired the development of a longer instructor certification course for 

battalion master trainers. This would become the Level III course. An 

interview format and procedures to draw out the lessons that might be 

missed in a simple narrative was developed and post action interviews 

with Soldiers who had been involved in hand-to-hand fighting began. 

The equipment that Soldiers wore, the tactical situation, and other es-

sential information was gathered. Hundreds of these interviews were 

conducted and the curriculum evolved with the lessons learned. Even-

tually the need to manage Combatives programs in larger units such as 

brigades or divisions required some instructors to have a higher level of 

training. This would become the Level IV instructor course. 

A LEARNING PROGRAM 

The program in this basic form continued to spread throughout the Ar-

my. There were, however, those who continued to oppose it. The pri-

mary reason was the perception that it was not directly relevant to the 

battlefield because of its focus on ground grappling in the early stages 

of training and the tendency of young Soldiers to identify too closely 

with the civilian Mixed Martial Arts community, which has very little to 

do with Soldiering. The tactical training methods taught in the Level III 

and IV courses were slow to become standard in the force. Because of 

this, although the program was extremely popular in some parts of the 

Army it had been in danger of going the way of the Strategic Air Com-

mand program and failing in its promise to bring realistic Combatives 

training to every Soldier. 

In 2009 Major General Mike Ferriter became the Commanding General 

of Ft. Benning. In order to revitalize the program he brought together 

Combatives training experts from around the Army and the civilian ex-

perts who had helped the program in the past in a symposium to find 

ways to improve the program. A major contributor in aiding the process 

of going from the old program to a more tactical program was Greg 

Thompson, the head instructor for the Special Operations Combatives 
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Program (SOCP) School located at Ft Bragg, NC. Mr. Thompson spent 

many hours refining the tactical instruction given at the USACS and 

created many new techniques that were added to the new program. 

The curriculum of the Level I and II courses were updated with new 

tactical techniques and training methods which previously been taught 

in the Level III, IV and SOCP courses, and the new courses’ names 

were changed to the Basic Combatives Course and the Tactical Com-

batives Course. 

MODERN ARMY COMBATIVES 

In order to train Soldiers efficiently it is necessary to develop a system-

atic approach to both fighting and training. Basic ground-fighting tech-

niques build a fundamental understanding of dominant body position, 

and should be one of the primary focuses before moving on to more 

advanced techniques. 

BASIC FIGHT STRATEGY 

In order to train Soldiers efficiently it is necessary to develop a system-

atic approach to both fighting and training. Basic ground-fighting tech-

niques build a fundamental understanding of dominant body position, 

and should be one of the primary focuses before moving on to more 

advanced techniques. 

When two untrained fighters meet, they instinctively fight using the uni-

versal fight plan: they pummel each other with their fists until one of 

them receives enough damage that they cannot fight back effectively. 

Most forms of martial arts training are designed to make fighters better 

at executing this strategy. However, this approach has two drawbacks: 

• One or both fighters are unarmed. 

• Progress is solely dependent on the development of skill. 

• Bigger, stronger, and faster fighters have a natural advantage. Devel-

oping enough skill to overcome these advantages requires more time 

than can be dedicated during institutional training. 

The Combatives Program uses a more efficient approach, Fighting is 

taught in the context of strategy: the basic techniques serve as an edu-

cating metaphor to teach the basic fight strategy. Fighters learn to de-

feat an opponent by controlling the elements of the fight: range, angle, 

and level. The most important element of a fight is range. The Com-

batives Program has four ranges: 
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• Projectile. 

• Striking. 

• Clinching. 

• Grappling. 

According to the circumstances surrounding the conflict, fighters can 

use certain techniques to disable an opponent or force the opponent to 

submit. 

SOLDIER’S TACTICAL OPTIONS 

CREATE SPACE 

When in combat, a Soldier’s primary goal should be to establish space 

between him and his attacker. He must create enough space to transi-

tion to his primary weapon. 

MAINTAIN SPACE 

When in combat, Soldiers may be unable to create enough space and 

transition to their primary weapon. If unable to do so, they may need to 

maintain space to transition to their secondary weapon or close the 

distance, gain dominant body position and finish the fight. 

CLOSE THE DISTANCE 

When training Soldiers, the primary goal should be instilling the cour-

age to close the distance. The willingness to close with the enemy is a 

defining characteristic of a Warrior, and the ability to do so against an 

aggressive opponent is the first step in using range to control a fight. 

GAIN DOMINANT POSITION 

An appreciation for dominant position is fundamental to becoming a 

proficient fighter; it ties together what would otherwise be a list of unre-

lated techniques. 

FINISH THE FIGHT 

If a finishing technique is attempted from dominant position and fails, 

the fighter can simply try again; if a finishing technique is attempted 

from any other position and fails, it will usually mean defeat. 

It is important to remember that these basic plans are not the “end all” 

of fight strategies but simply the first step in understanding the concept 

of controlling and winning fights by having superior tactics. To under-
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stand this better, we can use an analogy from the Mixed Martial Arts 

world. Imagine how someone who has trained in traditional Brazilian Ju

-Jitsu can beat an experienced wrestler who has also trained in striking 

skills. The Ju-Jitsu trained fighter, who has concentrated most of his 

training on being the better ground grappler, will most likely win the 

fight if the wrestler is aggressive and takes him to the ground. He will, 

however, have a very difficult time against a wrestler smart enough to 

use their skill defensively and who is the better striker. 

Dominating your opponent is not dependent on gaining skill to be effec-

tive, rather it is based on employing effective and efficient tactics. Re-

garding most people who are only familiar with the universal fight plan, 

you can simply tackle them, fight for dominant position which your op-

ponent will not understand, and then finish the fight by striking. The 

classic example of this strategy is Royce Gracie in the early Ultimate 

Fighting Championships. Royce was able to easily take most of his op-

ponents, trained only to be better at the universal fight plan, out of their 

game plan and defeat them. 

“The defining characteristic of a warrior is the willingness to close with 
the enemy.” 
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 Realistic Training 1  

Jitsu v.s. Do  

“Jitsu” is the reference of a Science, Technique, or Methodology specif-

ically designed to enhance survivability and increase lethality on the 

battlefield. “Do” is the reference to the Way or Path, a system of be-

coming a better, more educated, more enlightened, individual. Both of 

these terms come from Japan, but they apply to all cultures dating back 

as far as can be historically supported. It is however, difficult to find a 

society in which its Warrior Ethos has had a greater influence on the 

entirety of its population than that of the Japanese.  

To have a better understanding of the dramatic differences between 

trained warriors and nice people, let’s use the following examples:  

You have 8 elite Mixed Martial Artists. From any organization across 

the globe. And on the other, you have 8 Hollywood Actors. Any of the 

biggest action stars you can think of. Match them up one versus one, 

and the outcome will be both obvious and significant. Also keep in mind 

that this would be occurring in a competitive environment with safeties, 

judges, referees, time limits, and medical professionals whose job it is 

to ensure that there is no significant or excessive risk of injury.  

For an extreme comparison, replace those 8 Fighters with elite, battle-

hardened Special Operations NCO’s. A mixture of Rangers, Special 

Forces, Force Recon, SEAL’s, etc. Given the wide range of Tactical 

and Technical capabilities, education, physical, and mental endurance 

that they have cultivated specifically as a result of nearly two decades 

of high-intensity conflict and operational tempo, it is impossible to imag-

ine a realistic scenario in which the Actors prevail were they to go into 

battle against the Special Operations Group.  

The reason this comparison is necessary is that the commercial ro-

mance the public has with everything from how gunfights are portrayed 

to how grenades always erupt in fireballs is largely, if not completely 

inaccurate when compared to the reality of warfare. Realistc training 

creates realistic results. It is critically important to understand that the 

standard of training must gradually increase to mirror the standard of 

warfare as closely as possible without engaging in blatant and unnec-

essary risk to those involved in the training. If the standard of training 

does not attempt to emulate the standard of warfare, then the standard 
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of training must be re-evaluated. The simplest example of this is Basic 

Rifle Marksmanship taught in Basic Training advancing up to Live 

Shoot-House Training in Special Operations Groups.  

Army Combatives, therefore, is a Jitsu. Where most of today’s tradition-

al martial arts are far more concerned with profit, recreational fulfillment 

and enjoyment, Combatives is a scientifically-proven methodology that 

has only two objectives: Enhance Battlefield Survivability and Cultivate 

Warrior Ethos. The defining characteristic of a Warrior is the willing-

ness to close with the enemy. Combatives directly stimulates this 

growth by teaching Soldiers how to effectively engage the enemy in all 

ranges of combat should the primary engagement strategy of projectile 

weapons range not be a realistic immediate option.  
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Realistic Training 2  

Option 3  

We can take the following 5 lessons away from the Option 3 Drill:  

1. Given the relatively short period of time of instruction by comparison 

when training in most other systems of self-defense or traditional mar-

tial arts, you are able to execute a Basic Fight Strategy utilizing the 

Three Elements (Range, Angle, Level), and the Three Phases (Close 

the Distance, Dominate the Clinch or Position, Finish the Fight) to 

achieve one of the Four Basic Clinches in each of the Three Range 

Control Techniques and Closing the Distance through Projectile Weap-

ons Range.  

2. Some pay more attention to the technical aspect than others, achiev-

ing the clinches faster. Some simply rely on physical size to be the car-

rying factor during the Drill and have a more difficult time.  

3. Quality, not Quantity repetitions. The more precisely you drill your 

techniques, when the stresses of high-intensity Live Application Exer-

cises are initiated, the better your body will respond.  

4. It’s never as clean and polished in Live Application as it is in practice 

or rehearsal. A famous Boxer once said, “Everybody’s got a plan until 

they get hit in the face.” A more relevant military saying is, “The best-

laid plans usually do not survive initial contact with the enemy.”  

5. The value of training in this single Live Application Exercise and its 

predicate training exceeds, in every practical capacity, the value of 

twenty years of theoretical self-defense scenarios with no Live compo-

nent.  
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Realistic Training 3  

Grappling for Dominant Body Position  

This Application Exercise reinforces the understanding that positional 

and postural basics are every bit as important on the ground as they 

are in a standing position. One additional variable is that one of the two 

Combatants is almost always fighting downhill, which is much easier 

than its opposite. Again, we see the application of Range, Angle, and 

Level. The most even of these positions is the Guard. Even that is not a 

Dominant Position when striking is authorized. If we continue up the 

scale to Side Control, Knee On Belly, Mount, and Rear Mount, the po-

tential for severe consequence skyrockets for the individual in the bot-

tom or Non-Dominant Position. You never want to be on your back in a 

real fight, but understanding basic body position and how to survive, 

escape, and reverse these positions is no less important than being 

able to effectively engage targets from the greatest possible distance 

with your primary weapon system.  

If you look at various reality TV shows you will see an abundance of self

-proclaimed experts or experienced Law Enforcement Officers who, 

when confronted with a hostile individual, lack the fundamental under-

standing of how to control the person of interest. Even more important-

ly, they, on occasion, lack the capability to effectively maintain their own 

physical base and posture.  

Again, we reflect on the short amount of time versus the applicable val-

ue of the techniques shown. Given the increased understanding of how 

and why you position various parts of your body in both the offensive 

and defensive positions, during the Live Application Exercise, re-

sistance made it difficult for your training partners to achieve increasing-

ly dominant positions. Your training partners did likewise for you. This is 

important because the educational curve you are all on is identical. This 

means that since you are all learning the same things at the same time, 

those of you who are a combination of larger, stronger, and have great-

er endurance will find a higher degree of initial success. This is a criti-

cally important tool for the smaller members of the class because if they 

can survive for longer and longer periods of time, odds are that in a Bat-

tlefield Scenario their Battle-Buddy will have the opportunity to provide 

support for them. Another critical point is that the person who wins a 

Hand-To-Hand engagement down range isn’t necessarily the one who’s 

better at a large number of moves, it can sometimes boil down to 

whoever’s ally shows up first, preferably with a gun.  
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This may seem counterproductive to the argument for the need for 

Combatives and its related training systems, but it is not. Imagine for a 

moment that you are engaged in Hand-To-Hand with a Hostile. You 

have been tripped over a piece of furniture, but managed to place the 

enemy inside of your guard. Your fellow Squad-member is on his way 

to provide support, but due to the angle and potential for collateral 

damage, is unable to take the shot that will immediately save your life. 

You having the presence of mind and understanding of how to control 

both your body and your weapon system will provide your Battle-Buddy 

the necessary time to Close the Distance and apply the necessary 

force to bring an end to the engagement. Now imagine the roles are 

reversed and you have to provide aid to your Battle-Buddy. Being 

trained gives you the higher probability of success because of the con-

fidence instilled in you as a result of the techniques and Live Applica-

tion Exercises you went through during training. If you remove this 

training and its cultivation of Warrior Ethos, you fundamentally increase 

the odds of panic or failure due to the lack of realistic, contact-related 

training. These lessons will only become more profound with the inclu-

sion of Submissions, Strikes, and ultimately the React To Contact 

Lane.  



 18 

Realistic Training 4  

Grappling for Submission  

Now the fundamental importance of proper body mechanics becomes 

even more relevant. When you make simple, small mistakes when 

Dominant Positions are paired with Submissions, the potential for fail-

ure is significantly elevated. If you make the mistake of raising your 

chin while someone has your back, you run the risk of being put to 

sleep by a Rear Naked Choke. Drop your head while you’re in the 

guard, and you can fall victim to the Guillotine Choke. Extend your 

arms from the bottom of Mount because you are trying incorrectly to 

eject your opponent from the position, and either the Straight Arm Bar 

or Bent Arm Bar are there, waiting to make you tap.  

The critical point to understand about what you have just gone through 

is that every failure in a training environment such as this is a chance to 

build future successes. Every time you are caught in a submission or 

forced into a Non-Dominant Position, it’s because there was an actual 

measure of failure. Whether it was technique, timing, concentration, or 

strength and conditioning, any and or all of these in combination have 

shown you how you can improve your functionality, capability, surviva-

bility, and lethality.  
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Realistic Training 5  

Grappling with Strikes  

&  

React To Man-to-Man Contact  

Grappling with Strikes and the React To Contact Lane are the culminat-

ing events for the Basic Combatives Course. They allow you at your 

current level of education and training to engage in Live Application 

Exercises that simulate both Kit and Non-Kit Scenarios. Their purpose 

is to further remove from your mind the cinematic perception of what a 

fight is and replace it with what realistic training failures and successes 

are.  

There is no App for Hand-To-Hand Combat. There is no file to down-

load. There are no shortcuts. What you have are the techniques, the 

time, and the realistic training methods for employing those techniques 

to cultivate the necessary Ethos and skills. Like every other skill you 

develop, Hand-To-Hand competence is perishable. If you do not review 

and maintain what you have learned in this course, your capability will 

fade. The example comparison for this is simple. You train intensely for 

three months prior to an APFT, and for the first time in your career, you 

score a 300. You receive the PT badge and then are allowed to do PT 

on your own as a result of your hard work. You let your discipline slide 

a bit and before long, you’re barely putting any effort in because you 

already maxed out the previous test. Command springs a surprise 

APFT on the unit in 48hrs. You take the APFT and score a 205. The 

standard for excellence didn’t change, your dedication to the skillset 

did. The results were evident in the Live Application. Now take the sim-

ple requirement for basic physical fitness and compare it to the para-

mount demand of surviving and advancing in combat. Now while you 

cannot train every day, you should make a determined effort to at the 

very least maintain a capable baseline of tactical and technical compe-

tence in the event you find yourself in a Hand-To-Hand situation.  
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OPTION 3 
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Post/Frame/Hook 

 

 

For a Soldier to control a stand-up fight, s/he must control the range 

between the enemy. When training Soldiers, leaders must recognize 

that stand-up fighting skills are difficult to master in a short amount of 

time. 

 

CREATESPACE(OPTION1) 

When in combat, a Soldier’s primary goal should be to establish the 

space between the enemy. S/he must create enough space to transition 

to his/her primary weapon. 

 

MAINTAINSPACE(OPTION2) 

 

When in combat, Soldiers may be unable to create enough space and 

transition to their primary weapon. If unable to do so, they may need to 

maintain space to transition to their secondary weapon or close the dis-

tance, gain dominant body position and finish the fight. 

 

CLOSETHEDISTANCE(OPTION3) 

 

When training Soldiers, the primary goal should be instilling the courage 

to close the distance. The willingness to close with the enemy is the 

defining characteristic of a Warrior, and the ability to do so against an 

aggressive enemy combatant is the first step in using range to control a 

confrontation. 

 

GAINDOMINANTPOSITION 

An appreciation for dominant position is fundamental to becoming a 

proficient Soldier; it ties together what would otherwise be a list of unre-

lated techniques. 

 

FINISHTHEFIGHT 

If a finishing technique is attempted from dominant position and fails, 

the Soldier can simply try again; if a finishing technique is attempted 

from any other position and fails, it will usually mean defeat. 
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BASIC STAND-UP  

FIGHTING  

TECHNIQUES 
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Combatives is taught in the context of strategy: the basic techniques 

serve as an educating metaphor to teach the basic fight strategy. Sol-

diers learn to defeat an opponent by controlling the elements of the 

fight: range, angle, and level. The primary element of a confrontation is 

range. The Combatives Program teaches four ranges:•Projectile Weap-

ons Range: The range from which the only effective attacks between 

the Soldier and the enemy are projectiles such as bullets, shrapnel, 

thrown objects, etc. 

 

Contact Weapons Range: The range from which the Soldier and/or 

the enemy can execute effective attacks while using anything that acts 

as an extension of their body. Any distance from which a Soldier cannot 

respond to and engage a threat quickly enough with their primary or 

alternate weapon system is also considered Contact Weapons Range. 

 

Striking Range: The range from which the Soldier and/or the ene-

my can execute effective attacks with natural weapons such as fists or 

kicks. At this range strikes such as elbow and knee strikes as well as 

close contact weapons such as knives are also effective and should be 

considered. 

 

Clinching Range: The range in which the Soldier and the enemy 

are both on their feet and are so close that neither of them can execute 

effective straight punches and kicks. At Clinching Range Soldiers fight 

to control the enemy’s posture in order to gain a dominant position so 

that attacks aimed at the Soldier are no longer effective. At this range 

strikes such as elbow and knee strikes as well as close contact weap-

ons such as knives are also effective and should be considered. 

 

Ground Fighting Range: The range at which the Soldier and the 

enemy have both gone from standing to the ground. The Soldier fights 

to achieve a dominant position relative to the enemy in order to neutral-

ize any potential threats posed by the enemy or to finish the fight with 

close contact weapons, strikes, or submissions. At this range strikes 

such as elbow and knee strikes as well as close contact weapons such 

as knives are also effective and should be considered. 

 

If the Soldier encounters an enemy combatant that s/he cannot subdue 

with strikes or has trouble taking the enemy to the ground, s/he can use 

the clinch—the middle range of the fight. In the clinch, the Soldier can 

use close-quarters strikes, such as elbows, knees, and head butts, to 
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finish the fight or to set up takedowns 

 

The Soldier uses takedowns when s/he encounters an enemy combat-

ant that s/he cannot subdue in the strike or clinch ranges. Takedowns 

allow the Soldier to take the fight to the ground and finish there. 
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BASIC  

POSITIONAL 

TECHNIQUES 



 50 

 

 

Before any finishing or disabling technique can be applied, the Soldier 

must first gain and maintain dominant body position. The leverage 

gained from dominant body position allows the Soldier to defeat a 

stronger enemy combatant. 

 

When in a confrontation, the Soldier should seize the initiative immedi-

ately to dominate the fight. When the Soldier is unable to seize the initi-

ative, s/he should tackle the equally important task of regaining it. 

These techniques allow the Soldier to escape positions that are less 

than ideal and to gain dominant body position. 
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BASIC  

FINISHING 

TECHNIQUES 
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Once the Soldier has achieved the dominant body position, s/he can 

attempt to finish the fight secure in the knowledge that, if an attempt 

fails—as long as he maintains dominant body position—s/he may simp-

ly try again. 

 

The Soldier should strive to maintain situational awareness at all times 

during any conflict. The concepts of Options 1, 2, 3 apply during and 

throughout any tactical confrontation to include when a Soldier is on the 

ground. The Soldier should apply a finishing technique only if the oppor-

tunity quickly arises and should be wary of the danger of prolonged 

combat on the ground. 
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REACT TO CONTACT 
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Grappling Over Weapons 

 

 

Becoming engaged in a hand-to-hand struggle while armed with an 

M16 or M4 carbine is the most likely situation Soldiers will encounter. 

Two situations could occur with close encounters—the enemy grabs 

your weapon or you block and separate them from theirs. In the event 

of an armed enemy combatant, a soldier has the following options: 

 

 •Muzzle strike 

 •Tug of war 

 •Rush the opponent 

 

If a Soldier faces a situation where he cannot employ his/her primary 

weapon but has a secondary weapon, s/he can choose standing or 

ground grappling to gain control by subduing or dispatching the enemy. 

 

Struggling with an unarmed enemy combatant can be just as danger-

ous, if not more so. With both hands free, the enemy may try and take 

your primary weapon from you or any secondary weapons you may be 

carrying (i.e., sidearm, knife, hand grenades, etc.) Any advantage of 

being armed can quickly disappear if Soldiers have not practiced grap-

pling over weapons. 

 

If the fight should go to the ground before the Soldier has deployed his/

her weapon, the primary concern must be to gain a position that allows 

him/her to employ their weapon, while keeping the enemy from employ-

ing his/her weapon. 
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DRILLS  

1 THROUGH 3 
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 101 

QUICK STUDY GUIDE 
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TC 3-25.150 (2017)  

AR 350-1 Sep’14  

 

Primary Purpose of ACP Training: To enhance battlefield surviva-

bility and cultivate Warrior Ethos through a tactical, technically demand-

ing training standard with live application exercises against increasingly 

resistant training partners/role players.  

 

Universal Fight Strategy: Two individuals who stand in Striking 

Range and exchange Blunt Force Trauma until one individual flees, is 

incapacitated, or attempts to grab hold of their opponent in an effort to 

minimize the amount of trauma being inflicted.  

 

3 Phases of the Basic Fight Strategy:  

1. Close the Distance: through the 3 Basic Ranges to a Range Control 

Technique, Clinch, etc.  

2. Dominate: the range using 3 Basic Range Control Techniques, a 

Clinch, or Position utilizing the 3 Elements and 3 Options  

3. Finish the Fight: according to the Laws of War, Rules of Engage-

ment, Rules for Use of Force, and Escalation of Force.  

 

3 Elements of the Basic Fight Strategy:  

1. Range: Determining which of the 3 Basic Ranges you are in and how 

best to employ your provided tools.  

2. Angle: Orientation between you and the enemy. How best to engage 

them head-on, from the flank, or from the rear.  

3. Level: Depends on the type of Hand to Hand Close Quarters En-

gagement. A taller, longer striker will typically be able to throw strikes 

down on their enemy keeping them at range, but compromises their 

center of gravity and balance to do so, opening them up for a potential 

tackle or takedown by the shorter combatant who typically has a better 

center of gravity and more solid base. Each has its strengths and weak-

nesses.  

 

4 Ranges of the Basic Fight Strategy:  

1. Projectile: The range at which ammunition or explosives are fired/

thrown at the enemy. Depending on the type of Secondary Weapon 

System,  

2. Striking: The range at which the employment of varying objects, sec-

ondary weapon systems, punches, kicks, etc. are employed to neutral-

ize the threat.  
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3. Clinch-Fighting: A Combination of both Striking and Grappling ranges 

where Combatants, while on the feet, attempt to use the Angle and Lev-

el Elements to gain an advantage using the 3 Options.  

4. Grappling: This refers to Ground Fighting Techniques.  

 

3 Range Control Techniques of the Basic Fight Strategy:  

1. Post: The farthest distance when engaging in Close Quarters. The 

easiest of the three RCT’s in which Option 1 is employed as there is the 

least amount of physical contact.  

2. Frame 1 & 2: The middle of the RCT’s, where the use of Secondary 

Weapons, Clinch-Fighting, Short-Range Strikes, etc. are best em-

ployed.  

3. Underhook & Head Control: The closest of RCT’s whereby 

takedowns and the basic dominant clinches are best utilized.  

 

3 Options of the Basic Fight Strategy:  

1. Create Space: Re-engage with Primary Weapon System as neces-

sary.  

2. Maintain Range: Employ Secondary Weapon System as necessary.  

3. Close the Distance: To a Dominant Clinch or Position, if necessary 

take the opponent down and dominate from or transition to top position.  

 

Martial Arts come from every society that has had a need to develop a 

method of fighting.  

 

Jitsu: Science, Technique. Designed for battlefield application. 

Combatives is a Jitsu due to its primary concern being battlefield surviv-

ability.  

 

Do: Way or Path. Designed to create better people.  

 

Jigoro Kano: Founder of Judo. Expert in several systems of Jiu-

Jitsu. Chief of Education Bureau for Japan. Utilized his position to influ-

ence widespread implementation of Judo for the purpose of individual 

development.  

 

Yamashita Yoshitsugu: Student of Jigoro Kano who famously 

brought Judo to the Whitehouse during the Presidency of Theodore 

Roosevelt. Roosevelt had a Judo Room put in the Whitehouse after 

witnessing the defeat of Catch Wrestler Joseph Grant. Yamashita also 

taught at the U.S. Naval Academy.  
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Mitsuyo Maeda: Also one of Kano’s top students, he traveled to Bra-

zil to establish Japanese immigrant colony with the help of Gastao 

Gracie. Taught Jiu-Jitsu to Gastao’s sons Carlos and Helio.  

 

Helio Gracie: Credited with modifying Classical Jiu-jitsu techniques 

with his brother Carlos Gracie, into the Brazilian Jiu-jitsu system that 

would later become the fundamental grappling base for the Modern 

Army Combatives Program.  

 

Royce Gracie: Son of Helio Gracie, Royce won 3 of the 4 first UFC 

events, catapulting Brazilian Jiu-jitsu in to both the North American and 

world spotlights. Royce and other Gracies trained with members of the 

75th Regiment R&D Team and would play a critical role in the develop-

ment of the Grappling base for MACP.  

 

J. Robinson: Vietnam Era Ranger and Head Coach of the Universi-

ty of Minnesota wrestling program. He evaluated the developing 75th 

program and gave the advice on having a competitive, fully resistant 

component in order to have the program evolve according to the realis-

tic needs of CQB. This advice eventually propelled the 75th R&D Team 

to look at Brazilian Jiu-jitsu as there were not enough SOMBO instruc-

tors to meet the current training needs.  

 

Greg Thompson: Creator of the Special Operations Combatives 

Program (SOCP). Provided insight to additional techniques that had a 

direct and profound impact on the Tactical and Technical relevance in 

the evolution of MACP. These techniques included Grappling Over 

Weapons, PFH Options 1-3, Clinch-work, etc.  

 

SSG Matt Larsen: The head of the committee formed by LTC 

McCrystal that conducted the research and development in Hand-to-

Hand training that would eventually become the Modern Army Com-

batives Program.  

 

MSgt Ron Donvito: Creator of the Linear Infighting Neurological 

Override Engagement (LINE) Combat System in 1988. There were 

several different communities throughout the military, although it was 

ultimately replaced by more tactically and technically relevant systems.  

 

CPT George McClelend: Created first “Combatives” Manual by trans-

lating French bayonet fighting manual in 1852. System was disproved 
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due to the confines of trench warfare in WW1.  

 

CPT Allan Smith: Judo Black Belt from Kodokan in 1916. Pub-

lished Hand-to-Hand manual in 1920 at Fort Benning, GA. Hand-to-

Hand Combat Instructor at U.S. Army Infantry School.  

 

LTC Stan McCrystal: Commander of 2nd Battalion, 75th Ranger 

Regiment, Fort Lewis, Washington. Ordered the re-invigoration of 

Hand-to-Hand Training in 1995.  

 

COL Rex Applegate: Protégé of British Commandos William E. 

Fairbairn and Eric A. Sykes. He was critical in the development of the 

WW2 Hand-to-Hand Combat system that most importantly began to 

utilize battlefield feedback in order to adapt and improve the already 

simple and effective techniques it employed.  

 

COL Mike Ferriter: Commander of 11th Infantry Regiment, 

brought SSG Larsen in to establish a training curriculum that would 

eventually become Levels 1-4 and later evolve into the Basic, Ad-

vanced, and Master Trainer Course. He also enlisted the assistance of 

Greg Thompson in 2009 to provide tactical and technical updates.  

 

GEN. Curtis E. LeMay: Responsible for the implementation of the 

Air Force Instructor Course that graduated thousands of instructors in 

the 1950’s and 1960’s.  

 

Timeline:  

1852 – Creation of First Combatives Manual through translation of 

French Bayonet Fighting manual.  

WW1 – Disproves Bayonet Fighting Manual validity due to the linear 

confines of Trench Warfare.  

WW2 – Fairbairn, Sykes, and Applegate employ Hand-to-Hand meth-

odology based on simplicity and  

battlefield feedback which would later become the evolutionary founda-

tion of MACP.  

Post WW2 – The Combatives “Dark Ages” where training eventually 

was watered down to unit SME’s based on their varying Traditional 

Martial Arts Background. FM 21-150 was the default FM at the time.  

1995 – 2/75th RR exposes failures in current training doctrine, forming 

the research committee that would eventually create the MACP Levels 

1-4 system.  
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2002 – Publication of the first Army-wide Modern Army Combatives 

Manual, FM 3-25.150, 2002. Most recent publication is TC 3-25.150, 

2017.  

2009 – MACP undergoes major tactical and technical overhaul in order 

to keep pace with the evolution off the modern battlefield.  

2014 – Combatives Master Trainer Course replaces Level 3 & 4. 

Courses and Program are re-structured and renamed.  

2016 – ACP undergoes latest overhaul of technical and tactical adapta-

tions.  


